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Alchemical Word-Magic in The Winter’s Tale

A Physitian ought to give pure Language; Neither ought hee to bee ignorant of
the Rules of Grammer, Rhetorick and poetry. …Devinity is the Basis of all
Arts; and in Nature a Physitian ought to bee well Skiled in Anatomie, the
knowledge of plants and making up Medicines… .Cure the mind of the Sick
with good Language, before you attempt to cure his body with Medicine.1

During the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, magic was not considered esoteric or removed
from the mainstream. Rather, it was a key route to knowledge, often inextricable from
theology and science. Although the latter may have prevailed—the empirical New-Scientific
revolution of the mid-seventeenth century claiming to supersede such arcane modes of
thought—before this, magic was prevalent. Early modern linguistic theory had not lost the
occultist or religious faith that language could conjure, summon, curse, cure, or bind with
oaths, and therefore sustained conceptions of a fertile semiotics whereby the word did not just
refer or designate, but could also create and invoke. Building on the work of critics such as
Murray Krieger, Keir Elam, and more recently Thomas Greene, who consider word-magic as
a speech act in their analyses of Renaissance poetry,2 I shall examine how Shakespeare

1

Simeon Partlicius, A new method of physick: or, A short view of Paracelsus and
Galen's practice (London: Peter Cole, 1654), 79–108.
2

For criticism on word-magic, see: James S. Baumlin, Theologies of Language in
English Renaissance Literature: Reading Shakespeare, Donne, and Milton (Lanham,
Lexington Books, 2014); Keir Elam, Shakespeare’s Universe of Discourse: Language-Games
in the Comedies (Cambridge, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Thomas M. Greene,
Poetry, Signs, and Magic (Newark, NJ: University of Delaware Press, 2005); Genevieve
Guenther, Magical Imaginations Instrumental Aesthetics in the English Renaissance
(Toronto, CA: University of Toronto Press, 2012); Murray Krieger, Poetic Presence and
Illusion: Essays in Critical History and Theory (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University
Press, 1979) and Words about Words about Words: Theory, Criticism and the Literary Text
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1988); Richard Waswo, Language and
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sought to overcome the chasm between the merely referential word and its referent, to make
present —as if by magic—the absent signified. As Krieger observes, the early modern poet is
compelled by the absence intrinsic to “the yawning distance…of man from God and—by
extension under the aegis of love’s psychology—the separateness of poet from his deified
beloved” with an impulse to enact a “miraculous leap”3 and invoke “pure presentation”4
using “verbal alchemy.”5 Learning from the unique capabilities of magic to access divine or
universal truth through language (and other signs) the Renaissance poet seeks to overcome
the gap between the lacking word and its referent and to make present or “figure-forth”6 the
absent signified. Of course, the poet illustrates a level of skepticism regarding his ability to
perform word-magic; he is ultimately aware of its “merely verbal and illusory nature”7 and
“yet the verbal illusion of presence is often enough.”8 This skepticism acknowledges that
what is required is faith. Shakespeare’s late plays present a semiotic problem that can only be
overcome if we have faith in their miraculous endings. These are plays that kept faith in an
outmoded magical semiotics even as New-Science championed the notional purity of the
monosemous scientific sign. By the early seventeenth century, word-magic was being
specifically condemned for invoking sacrilegious or artificial powers. In 1624 John Cotta

Meaning in the Renaissance (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987); Robert A.
Yelle, Semiotics of Religion: Signs of the Sacred in History (London: Bloomsbury, 2013).
3

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 11.

4

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 6.

5

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 10.

6

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 6.

7

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 25.

8

Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion, 11.
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warned against the un-Christian “word Magitian”9 and in 1633 Fulke Greville wrote
dismissing “what they call / Word-Magike” for it “never helpeth the disease, / Which
drugges, and dyet ought to deale withall.”10 Francis Bacon debated the “Mis-apprehensions
forced by words upon the Understanding,”11 concluding:
But such is our manner of inventing Sciences, that we attribute not much to
the sharpness and strength of wit…yet we must say something of…[the]
outward signs [of words], because they are in a bad condition…and so long
and general a consent in error, that Truth may have an easier access, and the
Humane Understanding may be more throughly purged, and rid of these
mistakes.12
Bacon hoped to “purge” the mind of linguistic imprecision, instead applying scientific and
mathematical approaches to sharpen human understanding. Overall, we can observe magical
thinking withdraw from the period’s popular culture as science encroaches on its imaginative
territory. Given this trend, it is ironic that Shakespeare’s late plays are most reliant upon
moments of wonder, mystery, and impossible faithfulness—from the spectacle of Hermione’s
statue brought to life in The Winter’s Tale, to the conjurings of the learned magus, Prospero.
Toward the end of his career—alert to this upsurge in scientific rationalism—Shakespeare
shows a nostalgic yearning to recuperate magical thinking in his writing. I argue that he
sought to prove and preserve language’s enduring power despite this cultural shift, showing
that words, used expertly, could still miraculously perform meaning, embodying an optimistic

9

John Cotta, The Triall of Witch-craft (London: I.L., 1624), 58.

10

Fulke Greville, Certaine Learned and Elegant Workes of the Right Honorable Fulke
Lord Brooke (London: Elizabeth Purslowe, 1633), 29.
11

Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, trans. M.D.B.D. (London: 1676), 7.

12

Bacon, Novum Organum, 8.
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semiotics. I am revealing how Shakespeare’s late plays are preoccupied by a seemingly
outdated desire to capture the transcendent God-word or Magic-word, even as magical
thinking recedes. Specifically examining the language of early modern alchemical texts, with
a particular focus on the “doctrine of signatures,” it becomes apparent that the art of alchemy
often relied upon deciphering words, signs, and their semiotic correspondences. Divine
meaning and messages are discernible in nature, and the early modern alchemist seeks to
discover and harness divine power to heal, purify, perfect, and thus improve earthly human
existence by bringing earthly materials, the human body, and soul, closer to divinity. As
Margaret Healy remarks:
Shakespeare’s romances have been particularly associated with the alchemical
cycle and the affirmation of the ‘possibility of regeneration’…the former
reverberates in The Winter’s Tale, too, in the episode in which the mysterious
statue of Hermione is brought miraculously to life.13
Of the late plays, The Winter’s Tale is the one in which the art of harnessing the powers of
the natural world through language yields magical results: embracing the power of her
pregnant body, Hermione facilitates her own fertile, rhetorical ability; the art of gardening
and grafting enables Man the power to play God and create new species of flowers and
plants, creating and reassigning new meaning and language with Adamic authority; and, by
verbally commanding faith in the power of her language, Paulina successfully orchestrates a
spectacle in which she appears to override miraculously the laws of nature by resurrecting
Hermione from her statue: ‘It is requir’d / You do awake your faith.14

13

Margaret Healy, Shakespeare, Alchemy and the Creative Imagination: The Sonnets
and A Lover’s Complaint (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 197.
14

William Shakespeare, The Riverside Shakespeare, gen. ed. G. Blakemore Evans, 2nd
edn. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1997), The Winter’s Tale, V.iii.94–5. All subsequent
references to Shakespearean texts will refer to this edition and be given in parentheses within
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Alchemical Language and The Doctrine of Signatures
For Thomas Tymme, the English clergyman, translator, and author, what he calls
“Divine Halchymie” has powerful theological and philosophical resonances which
distinguish it from what “ignorant vulgars” believe to be alchemy’s preoccupation with
metallic transmutation. Although thinkers and critics of previous periods—particularly
Romantic and Enlightenment—have attempted to make distinctions between the religious and
scientific strands of alchemical thought, it is crucial to acknowledge that no such distinction
exists in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Alchemy was a practice that was both a
“noble Science,” and spiritual as “Gods created handmaid,” as is evident in the
simultaneously methodical and devotional language used in alchemical texts. This chemically
informed and yet almost mystic practice is presented both in terms of scientific certainty—of
weights, measures, and quantities—and yet hides its intents and methods in quasi-mystical
abstractions. In its early modern incarnation, it is ever-present—as a popular topic, a muchused metaphor, and a source of public intrigue—and yet is both wilfully allusive and
ultimately elusive: it is a practice both much discussed and much misunderstood, and
sometimes, we begin to suspect, perhaps wilfully so. After all, the supposed purpose of
alchemy’s deliberately obscure language—its codes, symbology, analogies, and strange
mathematics—was to preserve the elevated hierarchical position of alchemy as a practice
only accessible to the adept. Indeed, Thomas Norton’s Ordinall of Alchimy declares itself “A
Booke of secrets given by God; / To men Elect’ and ‘That of a Million, hardly three / Were
ere Ordaind for Alchimy.”15 Norton elaborates that:
All Masters that write of this Soleme werke

the text.
Thomas Norton, “The Ordinall of Alchimy”, in Theatrum Chemicum Brittannicum,
ed. Elias Ashmole (London: J. Grismond, 1652), 3.
15
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They made their Bokes to many Men full derke,
In Poyses, Parables, and in Metaphors alsoe,
Which to Shollers causeth peine and woe.16
Norton—and other alchemists who wrote in similarly elusive semi-literary forms, employing
poetry, “Parables” or “Metaphors”—hoped to maintain the exclusivity of a practice intended
for the highly educated and divinely selected few. The alchemical text is one that would
cause “peine and woe” to the common reader, only intended to be comprehensible to those
who proved to be the “hardly three” in “a Million” divinely deigned capable of this art
requiring intellectual interpretation and analysis. Despite the obscurity of its language, Roger
Bacon, the thirteenth-century English philosopher and friar, defends the scientific validity of
alchemy on three occasions within a single paragraph: “Alchimy is a Corporal Science simply
composed of one and by one, naturally conjoyning things more precious, by knowledge and
effect, and converting them by a naturall commixtion into a better kind”; “Alchimy is a
Science, teaching how to transforme any kind of mettall into another”; “Alchimy therefore is
a science teaching how to make and compound a certaine medicine, which is called Elixir,
the which when it is cast upon mettals or imperfect bodies, doth fully perfect them in the
verie projection.”17 In the first quotation, “Alchimy is a Corporal Science” that physically
compounds things and mixes their substances; in the second quotation, that mixture is
conflated with the slightly more mysterious notion of “transformation” (a word whose tenor
still conveys materiality and substance, but allows an increasingly semi-miraculous color to
its “transformation”); and the final quotation brings in that contentious term “Elixir”—a key
piece of vocabulary when discussions turn to “the elixir of life”which he insists is simply a

16

Norton, “The Ordinall of Alchimy,” 8.

17

Roger Bacon, The Mirror of Alchemy (London: Thomas Creede,1597), A3r.
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“Corporal” medicine but which offers to bring a substance to a state of “perfection” that
sounds increasingly akin to a state of spiritual enlightenment. Thus, in each of these
quotations, we can appreciate that within alchemical writing there is both a religious and
scientific register in simultaneous coexistence. The language of the alchemical text is
referring to allegorical and metaphorical processes for great spiritual or religious
development, while also functioning efficiently to produce literal, material, and chemical
medicines. As Thomas Norton confides, there is a secret linguistic code in the alchemical
text, and as we have found it refers to both the material and the metaphysical. Indeed, the
linguistic symbols of alchemy are, as I shall now go on to discuss, themselves to be
understood as chemical matter embedded in the world by divine providence, a principle
manifest in one of alchemy’s most predominant concepts, the doctrine of signatures.
The doctrine of signatures is a concept that was adopted and developed in the early
modern period by Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, better
known as Paracelsus (1493–1541), a Swiss physician, alchemist, astrologer, and father of
modern medicine. His doctrine sought to explain how all things—herbs, minerals, animals,
humans, and so on—are “endowed with a form corresponding to [their] inner nature.”18 It is,
in fact, a concept that dates back first to Dioscorides who wrote De Materia Medica between
50 and 70 C.E.—a pharmacopoeia of herbs and of the medicines which can be obtained from
them—and then subsequently bequeathed to Galen, whose text On the Natural Faculties
championed his belief that herbs resembling various parts of the body can be used
medicinally to heal those corresponding body parts. Expanding upon what he described as

Paracelsus, “Astronomia Magna or the whole Philosophia Sagax of the Great and
Little World (1537–8)”, in Paracelsus: Essential Readings, trans. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke
(Wellingborough: Crucible, 1990), 129.
18
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“the art of signatures,”19 Paracelsus went on to provide a definition of “signatum”20 in his
treatise Astronomia Magna, in which he writes that:
There is nothing that Nature has not signed in such a way that man may discover its
essence… .As you can see, each herb is given the form that befits its nature; similarly
man is endowed with a form corresponding to his inner nature. …The art of
signatures teaches us to give each being its true name in accordance with its innate
nature.21
Every thing—be it chemical, herbal, animal, or human—is granted a name and external
“form that befits its nature” and which corresponds to its “inner nature” or the “properties
inherent”22 within it. The encoding of the natural world is a principle that operates to the
medical advantage of the alchemist who, learning to read the signatures of the natural world,
may seek to discover the appropriate remedy for particular ailments, since “There is nothing
that Nature has not signed in such a way that man may discover its essence.” A literary
example of this curative relationship can be found in Paradise Lost, where Milton describes
the Archangel Michael’s use of a plant called “Euphrasia” to restore Adam’s vision:
Michael from Adams eyes the film removed
Which that false fruit that promised clearer sight
Had bred; then purged with euphrasy and rue
The visual nerve, for he had much to see;
And from the Well of Life three drops instilled.
So deep the power of these ingredients pierced,
19

Paracelsus, “Astronomia Magna,” 130.

20

Paracelsus, “Astronomia Magna,” 129.

21

Paracelsus, “Astronomia Magna.”

22

Paracelsus, “Astronomia Magna.”
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...
His eyes he opened, and beheld a field.23
“Euphrasy” or “Euphrasia” is the scientific term for eyebright, whose flower has distinctively
striped petals that are supposedly reminiscent of bloodshot eyes. This visual resemblance led
to an etymological, or nomenclative resemblance, rendering the flower apposite for treating
the eye. The Paracelsian conception of language therefore aspires to an Adamic one, an
association which Paracelsus encourages in his retelling of the passage in which Adam names
all animals in Genesis:
the signatory art teaches how to give true and genuine names to all things… .So it was
that after the Creation he gave its own proper name to everything… .Whatever names
he imposed upon these were ratified and confirmed by God. Now these names were
based upon a true and intimate foundation, not on mere opinion, and were derived
from a predestinated knowledge, that is to say, the signatorial art. Adam is the first
signator.24
The Bible testifies that as “the Lord God formed of the earth every beast of the field, and
every fowl of the heaven, and brought them unto the man to see how he would call them: for
howsoever the man named the living creature, so was the name thereof.”25 The flourish that
Paracelsus brings to the biblical account is an insistence that these names assigned by Adam
were based “not on mere opinion” but on “a predestinated knowledge” that was “ratified and
confirmed by God.” Thus, he concludes, signatures cannot be assigned at random, “the

23

John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. John Leonard (London: Penguin Books, 2003), 258,
lines 412–429.
24

Paracelsus, “De natura rerum (1537)”, in Paracelsus: Essential Readings, 189–90.

25

The Bible and Holy Scriptures Conteyned in the Olde and Newe Testament (Geneva:
John Crispin, 1569), Genesis 2.19.
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signatorial art” relies upon appointed divine providence and confirmation, as it was with
Adam, “the first signator.” So it is that the doctrine of signatures—where profound spiritual
resonance is corporeally embedded within the physical structure of each element of
creation—makes manifest natural scientific perceptions of the entire early modern universe
as one bound together by sympathetic correspondences. As is outlined by sixteenth-century
occultist, Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, the virtue of the Creator descends through the
“Angels” in the “Intellectuall” world, “Stars” in the “Celestiall” world, and then to the
“Elements” in the “Elementary” world: “every inferior is governed by its superior, and
receiveth the influence of the vertues thereof.” 26 “Virtue,” in its conventional theological
meaning, refers to “a moral quality” possessed by certain “people, divine beings.” Its
religious connotations were engrained in the period’s public consciousness by the “cardinal
virtues” (principles derived initially from Plato and expanded upon by Cicero,
Ambrose, Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas), and “the three theological virtues” (Aquinas’
addition to the cardinal virtues), indeed, “these seven virtues collectively [stood] as opposed
to the seven deadly sins.” However, Agrippa, more specifically, appears to use “virtue” in its
now more archaic sense as, “[t]he power or operative influence inherent in a supernatural or
divine being,”27 something that he somewhat sacrilegiously coveted. So, within the terrestrial
realm all things contain messages of divine purpose set there by God himself for the skilled
alchemist to discover, and—in the case of Paracelsus— “to consider only what virtue and
power may lie in medicines.”28 The “power” granted by the doctrine of signatures lies in the
perfect correspondence between “sign” and “thing”; a sort of prelapsarian resurrection of the

26

Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, trans. J. F. (London:
R.W., 1651), B1.
27

OED, n.I.1.a. and n.I.1.b. and n.I.3.a. ‘virtue’.

28

E. J. Holmyard, Alchemy (New York: Dover Publications, 1990), 170.
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lost Adamic language. The early modern universe, therefore, is connected by divinely
appointed correspondences, articulated, as it were, by coherent linguistic signs. The natural
world offers a complex but ultimately resolvable hermeneutic challenge to the natural
scientist whose job it becomes to be a reader of the book of nature wherein the Creator has
inscribed a legible, if often allusive, meaning and purpose. Accordingly, it is necessary to
observe how the earthly and the spiritual must be understood in relation to each other and not
in binary, isolated, or antithetical terms: science informs acts of almost exegetic interpretation
of a world made legible to the theologically devout and scientifically educated alike.

Nature’s Scripture in Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici
One alchemist who sought metaphorical theological messages with the approach of an
empirical pragmatist was Sir Thomas Browne (1605–1682). Browne was an English
polymath and author of the early seventeenth century who studied science, medicine,
religion, and occultism. In the aptly entitled Religio Medici (The Religion of a Doctor) he
documents his religious conviction and spirituality without relinquishing the authority and
pragmatic intent of his medical training. Initially written as a private account, it became so
popular that it was authorized for publication in 1642 after it was published twice, supposedly
without his consent. Claire Preston describes the text as a:
reflection on the mysteries of nature, Scripture, and faith, rendered
authoritative by Browne’s vast, liberally displayed learning, and quickened by
his sceptical curiosity, his willingness to entertain with complete equanimity
the possibility of truth in every speculation.29
For Browne, religious faith and the “sceptical curiosity” of a scientist scrutinizing nature are

Clare Preston, “‘Unriddling the world’: Sir Thomas Browne and the Doctrine of
Signatures”, Critical Survey 5, no.3 (1993): 263–270 (263).
29
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always necessarily simultaneous. Certainly, the “mysteries of nature” and the “possibility of
truth” that lie within them preoccupy a significant portion of Browne’s text. In particular, the
doctrine of signatures informs Browne’s scientific thought, offering the reassurance that even
at its most complex, chaotic, or haphazard, the natural world could be rendered legible and
articulate. As he recurrently conveys, nature is intricately made, everything is deliberate, and
everything has God’s mark in it: “there are no Grotesques in nature…[no] unnecessary
spaces…every-where where the power of the Sun is…the wisedome of his hand [is]
discovered.”30 For Browne, nature is—after Scripture—the second piece of divine literature:
Thus there are two bookes from whence I collect my Divinity; besides that written
one of God, another of his servant Nature, that universall and publik Manuscript, that
lies expans’d unto the eye of all; those that never saw him in the one, have discovered
him in the other: This was the Scripture and Theology of the Heathens…the ordinary
effect of nature wrought more admiration in them, than in the other all his miracles;
surely the Heathens knew better how to joyne and reade these mysticall letters, than
wee Christians, who cast a more carelesse eye on these common Hieroglyphicks, and
disdain to suck Divinity from the flowers of nature.31
Recognizing that even those who do not seek God in Scripture may discover him in the
scripture of nature, Browne presents the natural world as one laid out like a “Manuscript,”
inviting the wise to “suck Divinity from [its] flowers.” With characteristic open-mindedness,
he is critical of his own people, condemning “Christians” for their carelessness as they fail to
pay attention to “these mysticall letters” and “common Hieroglyphicks,” and despite his faith
admires the “Heathens” for at least having a closer relationship with the natural realm. After

Thomas Browne, “Religio Medici”, in Sir Thomas Browne, the Major Works, ed. C.
A. Patrides (London: Penguin Books, 1977), 1.15, 77.
30

31

Browne, “Religio Medici”, 1.16, 78–9.
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all, as far as Browne is concerned it is equally possible to find divinity in nature as it is in
scripture: “those that never saw him in the one, have discovered him in the other.” Thus, not
to observe both would make a Christian man “carelesse.” Browne’s earthy truths are
observed and extracted from nature.
For the majority of new-scientists like Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle, and Galileo,
observation was the principal method by which scientific theories were constructed, they
were not necessarily predetermined by religious doctrine. Yet Browne, although also an early
empiricist, used observation to locate divine messages laid out by God in the natural world:
“The finger of God hath left an inscription upon all his works.”32 As Preston contends,
Browne is “midway between what we can recognise as modern science and very late neoPlatonic thought”;33 straddling the fields of science and natural hermetic magic, Browne
serves as a practical example of both disciplines collaborating as late as the mid-seventeenth
century, just as they do in Shakespeare’s late plays, by simultaneously holding a position of
skepticism and utter divine faith. As far as the new-scientists of the Royal Society
(established in 1660) were concerned, a metaphorical explanation of the natural realm was
“distrusted as merely poetical and artificial,” as new-scientists “were called to the study of
things, not words.”34 But for Browne, metaphor is crucial:
As for those wingy mysteries in Divinity, and ayery subtilties in Religion…where
there is an obscurity too deepe for our reason, ‘tis good to set downe with a
description, periphrasis, or adumbration; for by acquainting our reason how unable it
is to display the visible and obvious effect of nature, it becomes more humble and

32

Browne, “Religio Medici”, 2.2., 136.

33

Preston, “Unriddling the World,” 264–5.

34

Preston, “Unriddling the World,” 265.
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submissive unto the subtilties of faith: and thus I teach my haggard and unreclaimed
reason to stoope unto the lure of faith.35
Browne recognizes the “subtilties” and the “obscurit[ies]” of divinity. Reiterating the term
“subtleties”— “subtilties in Religion,” “subtilties of faith”—Browne employs a word which
not only meant “[s]kill, dexterity; precision, care; ingenuity in workmanship or design,” but
more suggestively in this period, considering its pluralistic form, would have particularly
referred to “abstruseness of language” in reference to a subject of “complexity” and
“intricacy.”36 Essentially, the metaphysical is so “subtle” or “abstruse” or profound that
circumlocution is required. This indirect style of language allows Browne to bow down as
“humble and submissive” in awe of the “ingenuity” in the “subtleties” of God’s creation. In
response to the same passage Preston writes that:
Browne, then, values the metaphor as the trope which can adequately
represent his recognition of God’s illimitable design and the limits of
intellectual exploration imposed by the inscrutability of divine purpose. He is
content to understand a mystery without a rigid definition…metaphor
adumbrates but never exactly replicates its original. And God’s work can, of
course, never be remotely imitated or replicated. Metaphor is a way of
speaking of God’s glory without hubris; the inadequacy of metaphor teaches
his unreclaimed reason to stoop unto the lure of faith.37
Where Preston suggests that “metaphor adumbrates but never exactly replicates its original,”
that “God’s work can…never be remotely imitated or replicated,” and she goes so far as to

35

Browne, “Religio Medici,” 1.9–10., 69–71.

36

OED, n.1. and n.2. “subtlety.”

37

Preston, “Unriddling the World,” 265.
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propose the “inadequacy of metaphor,” I might tentatively take issue. Browne’s philosophy,
as has been examined, circulates around the notion of faith: the concept that we need not see
miraculous manifestation of divinity itself to believe and sense its presence in nature. For
Browne in particular, one may go so far as to say that God’s glory is glorious to him because
we cannot see it. If this is the case, then the use of metaphor is a reinforcement of true faith,
which is a complete belief in the existence of something without the need for proof. In fact, a
need for proof would negate the element of faith; divinity must never be directly observed or
touched upon, otherwise the divine aspect dissolves: “contrarily I blesse my selfe, and am
thankefull that I lived not in the dayes of miracles’ and did not see the parting of the Red Sea
or Christ’s resurrection or healing of the sick for ‘then had my faith beene thrust upon me,
nor should I enjoy that greater blessing pronounced to all that believe & saw not.”38 Through
Browne and his commitment to the doctrine of signatures, we see how alchemy provides the
non-quantifiable, non-empirical means to transcend the accountable limits of science through
the latent mysteries of faith-based spirituality; science is there to discover the religious truths
lying latent in matter.
Driven by comparable impulses as those found in alchemy, to push the boundaries of
words until they reach the faith-awakening limits of possibility, Shakespeare’s late plays also
subscribe to the sense of the ineffable, giving the impression that there is a transcendental
world of meaning available that requires the investment of wilfully naïve faith. Throughout
his last plays, Shakespeare’s language yearns for this world of pure meaning that we cannot
access but must believe exists. Yet up until his late plays, profound meaning is almost always
impossible to articulate. For example, Cordelia is begged by King Lear before the Court to
“speak” (King Lear, I.i.86) of her love for her father, but for her reply—“I cannot heave / My
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heart into my mouth” (91–2)—she is banished. In fact, language—as the only possible route
to meaning—frequently fails Shakespeare’s characters. Words often prove devoid of
meaning, a realization captured as Troilus tears up Cressida’s letter, crying “Words, words,
mere words, no matter from / the heart’ (Troilus and Cressida, V.iii.108–9). Despite the
failure of language to arrive at truth, Shakespeare does continually search to discover whether
there is a natural language that can convey and invoke profound meaning. In the same way
that alchemical signatures operate—uniting the “sign” of the thing (its “form” and its
“name”) with its “innate nature” or “signified”— there are moments in Shakespeare’s plays
where characters are able to have faith in the coherence and meaning of words (to have faith
that there is no semiotic gap between the “sign” and its referent). Ultimately, these moments,
where language finally permits the suspension of skepticism, are brief in Shakespeare and his
plays are riddled with an inability to articulate truth. Curiously, Shakespeare returns in his
late plays to intimate that meaning is actually in the words: words in which we must invest
renewed faith. Healy argues that “alchemical language pervades” Shakespeare’s poetry, but
modern readers are unfamiliar with the lexicon and “no longer imagine ourselves”39 in its
terms. For Healy, Shakespeare subscribed to a “powerfully transformative chemical
vision…of the mind [that] had strangely literal…implications.”40 Indeed, the uses of
alchemical terms and metaphors in Shakespeare are abundant. But, beyond alchemical
language, I am concerned with alchemical approaches to language itself as a means of
accessing truth and divinity in nature. The Winter’s Tale presents a crisis of faith in the
validity of language, one that can only be remedied by transformative word-magic that
instructs us to “awake [our] faith” (WT, V.iii.95).
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Natural Language in The Winter’s Tale
i. Hermione’s “Fertile” Language
In Twelfth Night, an exchange between Viola (under the male guise of Cesario) and
Feste demonstrates that verbal play was often associated with sexual play. By lingering on
the various possible meanings and implications of a word and revealing them through wit or
punning, one can make a word breed, make a word promiscuous. When applied to female or
feminine language in this period, such linguistic promiscuity was believed to translate
directly into literal sexual promiscuity:
… A sen-

FESTE

tence is but a chev’ril glove to a good wit. How
quickly the wrong side may be turn’d outward!
VIOLA

Nay, that’s certain. They that dally nicely

With words may quickly make them wanton.
FESTE

I would therefore my sister had had no
name, sir.

VIOLA

Why, man?

FESTE

Why, sir, her name’s a word, and to dally with
That word might make my sister wanton. (Twelfth Night, III.i.11–20)

In the same way that a pliant glove can be turned inside-out to reveal its other side, so it must
be with “good wit,” since a witty word always conceals a second side. Just as this duplicity of
meaning would make a word wanton, so it would a woman. Feste laments that his sister has a
name since it is a word and if dallied with—if made duplicitous— “might make [his] sister
wanton,” or, rather, unfaithful. A word with more than one meaning is likened to a woman
with more than one lover. This can be observed in The Winter’s Tale, in which the skilful
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rhetoric and wit of Hermione leads Leontes to accuse his wife of infidelity. In this play, there
is an initial crisis of faith in the efficacy and veracity of language that needs to be resolved, a
crisis that manifests itself in Leontes:
…There may be in the cup
A spider steep’d, and one may drink; depart,
And yet partake no venom (for his knowledge
Is not infected), but if one present
Th’ abhorr’d ingredient to his eye, make known
How he hath drunk, he cracks his gorge, his sides,
With violent hefts. I have drunk, and seen the spider. (WT, II.i.39–45)
Anne Barton recognizes Leontes’ “infected” interpretation, which renders him incapable “of
distinguishing truth from falsehood.”41 His speech betrays an act of “self-deception”42
through which he “mistakes a fiction of his own devising for fact, with disastrous results” as
he “forces the imaginary to become true.”43 Barton draws attention to the key problem with
language in the play: that intended meaning is often surpassed by a more significant implicit
meaning, creating an unstable hermeneutic state. Thinking he is simply asserting that
ignorance is bliss, the implicit meaning of Leontes’ speech demonstrates that the reality of
whether the spider is visible in the cup, or whether Hermione is an unfaithful wife, is
irrelevant; if the “human imagination” decides to presume these things to be “in [its] true

Anne Barton, “Leontes and the spider: language and the speaker in Shakespeare’s Last
Plays”, in Shakespeare’s Styles: Essays in honour of Kenneth Muir, ed. Phillip Edwards,
Inga-Stina Ewbank and G. K. Hunter (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1980),
144.
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opinion” (37)—regardless of veracity—it risks a “destructive and deadly”44 outcome.
Discerning this from his speech uncovers “the most important thing Leontes has to tell us.”
Discussing the line that follows, where Leontes believes he is justifying the truth of his own
suspicions about Hermione and Polixenes— “All’s true that is mistrusted” (48)—Barton goes
so far as to postulate that “what Leontes is telling us, without being aware that he does so, is
that everything he thinks is false is, in fact, true.”45 The distorted perception Leontes has of
reality and, hence, meaning, is what Barton likens to a mind overcome by “voodoo or black
magic.”46 To clarify and correct Leontes’ conception of the world, the play must perform
what Krieger calls “verbal alchemy,” overcoming the semiotic gap between word and
meaning, as natural magic and natural language ultimately triumph over dark magic and
corrupted language. Likewise, Carla Mazzio concludes that it is “Hermione’s verbal heat,” 47
in her witty exchange with Polixenes, that prompts her husband’s jealousy. The “heat” of
Hermione’s sharp wit is echoed in Leontes’ words, describing his wife whom he perceives as
overly flirtatious in her speech as, “Too hot, too hot!” (I.ii.108). In reaction to Hermione’s
superior rhetorical expertise, his “linguistic involutions”48 create a climate of
meaninglessness that become the crisis of the play, articulated by Hermione when she tells
Leontes, “You speak a language that I understand not” (III.ii.80). The Winter’s Tale stages
complex linguistic discrepancies: firstly, between words spoken (namely those of Leontes)
and their relationship to truth; and secondly, between words heard (from or about women,
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namely by Leontes) and faith in their intended meaning. Indeed, in the first act of the play,
Leontes is not even able to hear or pay attention to the bulk of Hermione’s speech entreating
Polixenes to stay, since he has to ask the question: “Is he won yet?” (I.ii.86). His literal
refusal to hear Hermione is examined by Gina Bloom, who writes that Leontes’ problem is
“an inability to hear effectively.”49 Leontes’ jealousy is, ultimately, a result of Hermione’s
superior linguistic abilities and the efficacy of her speech. Failing to persuade Polixenes to
stay, he elicits the rhetoric of his pregnant wife. But Leontes cannot cope with Hermione’s
successful persuasion, her banter and wordplay are too proficient. As I shall prove was often
the case during this period, he associates the slick wit of “fertile” (113), suggestive, playful,
feminine language with wanton, slippery lustfulness and infidelity. The disaster his jealousy
creates can only be remedied once he becomes “aurally…receptive”50 to, and appreciative of,
clever feminine speech. Act I, Scene ii establishes a poisonous semiotics in which words
cannot be trusted, since “Leontes’s mind, as his words…inform us, has poisoned itself.”
Ultimately, this can only be redeemed by the hypernatural faith in feminine speech which is
imposed at the play’s end; a faith that there is a natural link between utterance and sense that
is innate in words and part of a natural order or, indeed, a natural magic: “If this be magic, let
it be an art / Lawful as eating” (V.iii.110–11). After all, Hermione’s supposed sculpture
comes to life only because the play’s spectators are “requir’d” to invest their “faith” (94–5).
Hermione’s linguistic expertise and playfulness are best demonstrated in her
conversation with Polixenes about the “innocence” (I.ii.69) of his boyhood friendship with
Leontes:
POLIXENES We were as twinn’d lambs that did frisk i’ th’ sun,
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And bleat the one at th’ other. What we chang’d
Was innocence for innocence; we knew not
The doctrine of ill-doing… .
Temptations have since then been born to ‘s: for
In those unfledg’d days was my wife a girl;
Your precious self had then not cross’d the eyes
Of my young playfellow.
HERMIONE

Grace to boot!
Of this make no conclusion, lest you say
Your queen and I are devils. Yet go on,
Th’ offenses we have made you do we'll answer,
If you first sinn’d with us, and that with us
You did continue fault, and that you slipp’d not
With any but with us. (67–86)

Quick-wittedly constructing an account that clearly echoes the fall of man, Polixenes teases
Hermione about the ultimate sin of which womankind is guilty, according to Scripture.
Polixenes begins by reminiscing about the idyllic, prelapsarian state where like “twinn’d
lambs” he and Leontes exchanged “innocence for innocence” and “knew not / The doctrine of
ill-doing.” His choice of language is distinctly scriptural, evoking Christ as the Lamb of God
by associating “lambs” with “innocence”; in the Bible, John the Baptist sees Jesus and
exclaims: “Behold that Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.”51 The words,
“lamb” and “innocence” are frequently used within the same context in a vast amount of
Renaissance texts (almost exclusively) in theological works: Thomas Cranmer, in 1547,
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wrote of “Christ that innocent lambe of God”;52 in 1548, Martin Luther contemplated the
“bloude of the innocent lambe of God, which beareth the synnes of the worlde”;53 the same
year William Tyndale considered “the bloud of christ whom that lamb fygured and described
hys innocencye purenes and obedyence to his father”;54 Erasmus, in 1549, deliberated the
idea of Man being “sanctified through the bloude of the innocent lambe Christ our saviour”;55
and later that century, we also see the same pairing of words in the first canto of Spenser’s
The Faerie Queene (1590): “So pure an innocent, as that same lambe.”56 However, these
words of divine purity fittingly contain implications of inevitable destruction. Considering the
Lamb of God in terms of the sacrificial lamb, we are reminded of the crucifixion of Jesus, the
sacrifice made by Christ. The same analogy is made in the Bible, as the Gospels all agree that
Jesus was crucified during Passover57 when the Jews would sacrifice lambs, as Moses
declares in Exodus: “Choose out and take you for every of your households a lamb, and kill
the Passover.”58 Moreover, the word “innocence” possesses similar connotations of violence:
the Latin innocent, meaning “not harming,” originates from nocere, meaning “to injure”;59
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impending destruction lurks in the word “innocent” itself, just as brutal consequences await
Hermione as a result of the impending butchery or “injuring” of her harmless speech. Leontes
is unable to appreciate the dexterous jokes and ironies that spur this implicit storyline of the
fall because Hermione’s language is not one of prelapsarian “innocence,” thus the alternative,
as far as Leontes is concerned, must be a confession of infidelity. The dangerous expectation
of Adamic prelapsarian language leads to the conclusion that those not being linguistically
pure (in their meaning) are slippery; while polysemy is promiscuous, “innocent” language is
sterile. Polixenes recounts the “Temptations” that “have since” enticed them away from
Edenic innocence, namely, women, since in “those unfledg’d days’ his wife was but a girl,
and Leontes, his ‘young playfellow,” had not yet seen his “precious’ Hermione. Recognizing
a narrative trajectory resembling the fall, Hermione mischievously places herself as the very
source of temptation and sin. In good humor, Hermione urges Polixenes to “make no
conclusion,” she assures him that both she and his wife will take responsibility for whatever
sins they have made their husbands commit, as long as “you first sinn’d with us…and that
you slipp’d not / With any but with us.” The Queen’s intention is to take the blame for their
sin, provided that the men have been faithful in their love to their wives. However, Hermione
has taken over the narrative, ventriloquizing as Polixenes and not only completing his telling
of the fall but letting it plummet further by pre-empting the worst possible conclusion he
could make: “lest you say / Your queen and I are devils.” She has facetiously situated herself,
and women, in the role of “devils.” Hermione takes upon herself their sin of lust or
“Temptations”: “Th’ offenses we have made you do we'll answer, / If you first sinn’d with
us.” Notions of original sin are immediately conjured by the utterance “first sinn’d,” the
biblical theme around which this entire exchange is based. By adopting responsibility for
“first sin,” or original sin, Hermione has reinforced her role—in the corrupted ears of
Leontes—as Eve. In what became an early modern commonplace, Augustine equates original
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sin with concupiscence or lust:
Hereupon Adam, after he had sinned…hee did pollute in himselfe, as in the roote:
insomuch, as whatsoever issue was begotten in the concupiscence of the flesh, (in
which, a punishment of quality like to disobedience was inflicted) by Adam and his
wife who was the cause of his transgression, being joyntly damned, should draw
original sinne from them.60
In the same vein, John Frith, in 1529, affirmed that “concupiscence…is originall sinne.”61
The Catechism published by the Catholic Church in 1552 stated that “we feil in our flesche
carnal concupiscence, [as] the dreggis of original syn.”62 Robert Burton wrote in The
Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) about “concupiscence and originall sinne.”63 Anthony
Burgess in A Treatise of Original Sin (1658) has a section entitled “Why Original Sinne is
called Concupiscence or Lust.”64 Therefore, by evoking notions of “first sin” or original sin,
Hermione has—in the consciousness of an early modern audience—amusingly associated
herself with the sin of lust. Thus it is that at the point where Hermione is in fact declaring her
desire for marital fidelity—“that you slipp’d not / With any but with us”—Leontes
incongruously expresses suspicions of unfaithfulness:
LEONTES

Is he won yet?

HERMIONE He'll stay, my lord.
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LEONTES

At my request he would not.
…
Too hot, too hot!
To mingle friendship far is mingling bloods. (86–109)

Suddenly Polixenes’ assurance to his friend that, “no tongue that moves, none, none i’ th’
world, / So soon as yours could win me” (20–1), becomes void of meaning with the
realization that Hermione’s language surpasses the efficacy of his own. Leontes fears that his
wife’s speech has more power than his because he believes it to be interlaced with seduction
and eroticism. Indeed, there are flirtatious and sexual undertones that flaunt her wittiness and
banter as a fertile, competent woman, but her language contains no implications of infidelity,
quite the contrary, as she tactfully allies herself with Polixenes’ wife. The problem for
Hermione is not that her speech is tainted, but that her listener is:
Even obedient Christians who come to church and intend to listen may not
achieve understanding and be saved, because the Word is barely given entry
into them before it is carried away by the distracting devil. Leontes’ heart has,
in a similar sense, become hardened against his wife, and no matter how
persuasive Paulina’s rhetoric, no matter how strongly she argues Hermione’s
innocence, the words will not penetrate deeply enough to take root; they go in
one ear and out the other. Blocked against Paulina’s truthful words, Leontes’
ears admit only the weak soft voice of flatterers.65
While Hermione jokingly evokes the image of herself and Polixene’s wife as “devils,” to
Leontes, who lacks the ability to hear her nuanced humour, she actually embodies the
“distracting devil” who prevents pure and “truthful” language from being correctly processed
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and understood. Hermione’s words are being processed by suspicious and mistrustful ears.
Hermione’s rhetorical copiousness is realized in her pregnant body, which ruptures
male bonds in this play:
Hermione’s entrance—perhaps literally between the two kings?—disrupts this
male haven. The visual impact of her pregnant body inevitably focuses
attention on her, reminding the audience of what has been missing from the
gentlemen’s conversation; and her body immediately becomes the sight of
longing and terror, its very presence disruptive of male bonds and male
identity.66
Having spent their boyhood inseparable, like “twinn’d lambs,” they are torn apart by the
swollen intrusion of the fertile female body which arouses ideas of destructive “Temptations”
in the mind of Polixenes. That same body, “disruptive of male bonds,” drives Leontes to
immediately mistrust his childhood friend, and devoted wife: “Too hot, too hot! / To mingle
friendship far is mingling bloods.” Lynn Enterline writes that Leontes “dismiss[es]
Hermione’s rhetorical power by understanding it as erotic power only,”67 this is, in fact,
something both men are guilty of. Once he finds himself persuaded to stay, Polixenes is
compelled to recall the erotic “Temptations” of women that marked the end of his blissful
“innocence,” very much in the same way that Leontes’ thoughts leap straight to images of
lustful, adulterous, betrayal. It is no coincidence that these thoughts are provoked by
Hermione’s successful persuasion: the Kings expose an anxious inability to accept or
comprehend female verbal power. In reality, the only thing “too hot” is Hermione’s wit, and
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all that is “mingling” are her duplicitous meanings. As Patricia Parker delineates, there was a
trend in early modern England that condemned the copiousness of rhetorical language for
being “effeminate.”68 Referring to various examples of early modern texts by influential
writers, Parker demonstrates that there were many anti-Ciceronian humanists for whom “a
virile or ‘manly’ style was the antithesis of a copious one.”69 In a letter to Francisco de
Vergara in 1527, Erasmus critiques the extravagance and ornamentation of Ciceronian
rhetoric:
As for myself, I was always so far from copying the style of Ciceronian expression
that, even if I could achieve it, I would prefer a more rugged, more compact, more
sinewy style, less adorned and more masculine. In general, rhetorical embellishment
has been a slight concern to me.70
The alternative to the Ciceronian style, more concise and less “adorned,” is what Erasmus
defines as a “more masculine” style. Positioning language within a gendered binary, the
“rhetorical embellishment” promoted by “Ciceronian expression” was increasingly regarded
the antithetical effeminate style, deemed inferior and undesirable. Erasmus’ convictions
against the imitation of Ciceronian language grew from “a slight concern” to a significant one
as he expresses in his 1536 text, Ciceronianus; Or, A Dialogue on the Best Style of Speaking:
Cicero’s language would not have pleased the age of Cato…it was more ornate and
more luxuriant than was agreeable to that age... .Aye, even when Cicero lived, there
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were men who…vainly sought in Cicero’s eloquence something more severe, less
theatrical, more masculine, in spite of the fact that at that time eloquence flourished so
mightily…judges both expected and demanded an ornate and attractive style from the
lawyers. If Cicero’s style was lacking in manly vigor, do you think it appropriate for
Christians, whose every plan looks to living virtuously than to speaking ornately and
elegantly, from whose lives all paint and theatrical effects ought to be far removed?71
Not only does Erasmus argue that Cicero’s “ornate” and “luxuriant” style of speech was not
“agreeable” and “would not have pleased” many of Cicero’s contemporaries (aside from in
the courtrooms where it was “expected and demanded”) but, more so, that this unmanly,
indulgent style is not an appropriate one for fellow Christians who seek to live “virtuously”
by stripping all “theatrical” ornament from their lives. Considering that the word “virtue” is
derived from the Latin vir, meaning “man,” and is the root of the word “virile,” while virtus
means “manliness, valour, merit, ability, moral excellence,”72 to live “virtuously” is to live
with moral perfection that is distinctively masculine. Endorsing the employment of masculine
language, Erasmus argues that a Christian could live more virtuously by engaging exclusively
with this writing style. Ben Jonson also associates “virtue” with masculine writing, very
clearly correlating unfavorable Ciceronian speech with an effeminate style:
An other age, or juster men, will acknowledge the virtues of his studies, his wisdom in
dividing, his subtlety in arguing, with what strength he doth inspire his readers, with
what sweetness he strokes them; in inveighing, what sharpness, in jest, what urbanity
he uses; how he doth reign in men’s affections; how invade and break in upon them,
and make their minds like the thing he writes. Then in his elocution to behold what
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word is proper, which hath ornament, which height, what is beautifully translated,
where figures are fit, which gentle, which strong, to show the composition manly; and
how he hath avoided faint, obscure, obscene, sordid, humble, improper, or effeminate
phrase.73
Jonson argues that Cicero’s “age” of “juster men” retained sterile male friendships of
“virtues” and “wisdom…in arguing.” However, early modern readers of Cicero, “inspired”
and “stroked” with “sweetness,” were possessed by insidious effeminizing words that “invade
and break in upon them” and “make their minds like the thing he writes.” The intricate
concision of masculine writing leads Jonson to conclude that “manly” language is “proper,”
while invasive “effeminate” language is “improper” and thus futile, or even crass:
Look upon an effeminate person, his very gait confesseth him. If a man be fiery, his
motion is so; if angry, it is troubled and violent. So that we may conclude
wheresoever manners and fashions are corrupted, language is. It imitates the public
riot. The excess of feasts and apparel are the notes of a sick state, and the wantonness
of language, of a sick mind.74
Arguing that a person’s “manners” reveal their character or temperament, Jonson concludes
that language exposes people in the same way. Significantly, he uses examples of unseemly
characteristics—like how one might identify a “fiery” or “angry” man—alongside his key
example of an “effeminate person.” After all, the “effeminate person” whom one may
identify by “his very gait” would, like a person frenzied by anger, also “corrupt” language
due to their “sick state” and “sick mind,” perverting and polluting language to a state of
“wantonness.” Evidently, the linguistic gender binary that developed throughout this period
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followed a shift toward a “virile style”75 which was widespread and occurred, more or less,
around the turn of the century:
The sixteenth century generally…saw a shift from Ascham’s Ciceronian view
(“Ye know not what hurt ye do to learning, that care not for words, but for
matter”) to Bacon’s Senecan reversal of the proposition, his famous lament
that “Men began to hunt more after words than matter.” The shift of style
between sixteenth and early seventeenth-century England was also associated
with the shifting of the monarch’s gender…[from] Elizabeth’s “copious
style,”…to the “Learned and Erudite” example of King James…[this]
appeared on the English stage in the form of effeminate men linked to an
excessive indulgence in words, like Shakespeare’s Osric and Parolles (or
“words”).76
An effeminate “excessive indulgence in words” came to be seen as an inefficient and
ineffective style of speech. Bacon mourns that it is foolish to favor words over matter. The
proverb, current at the time, that “Women are wordes, Men are deedes,”77 was a
commonplace belief in early modern texts. In 1608, William Bishop (c.1553–1624), the first
Roman Catholic bishop after the English Reformation, writes about the “rude rhetorike of
brabling and scolding women”78 as opposed to that of men:
surely for the debating of controversies in religion, plaine usual speeches without
painting or superfluity, have alwaies beene taken by the learned for most decent and
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expedient, according to that ancient Adage: simplex est veritatis oratio, the stile of
truth is simple and plaine.79
While women are, in Bishop’s terms, wasteful with voluble rhetoric, the words of men
efficiently accomplish deeds; they are “without painting or superfluity” but instead
“expedient.” And yet, this is a play in which Hermione’s speech most effectively
accomplishes the deed of persuading Polixenes to stay in a way that Leontes’ masculine
linguistic brevity could not. The efficacy of Hermione’s feminine language is so disarming
and emasculating for Leontes that it is evidently one source of his outraged jealousy. In a
world where “Women are wordes, Men are deedes,” Shakespeare creates a scene where the
speech of a woman not only surpasses that of a man but, in doing so, succeeds to accomplish
the deed at which he failed. Leontes’ jealousy is motivated by his failure to recognize the
superior value of Hermione’s rhetorical skill, but also that the efficacy of her persuasion is
simultaneous with her ability to maintain a language of fidelity to her husband who, after all,
elicited her speech in the first place. In essence, his jealousy is motivated by his failure to
accept that successful, abundant, female language is not synonymous with unfaithful
language. The contemporary landscape is one in which effeminate, rhetorical language is
considered “corrupted” or fallen, indicating a “sick mind”—as it does in the eyes of
Leontes—where Hermione’s is a language of infidelity. The influence of contemporary
thinking renders Leontes unable to appreciate the accomplished, titillating wordplay of his
wife.
Demonstrating her ability to engage, most impressively, in their repartee, Hermione
begins by taking over the dialogue of the men, this time ventriloquizing a probable back and
forth discussion:

79

Bishop, A Reproofe of M. Doct. Abbots Defence, 3–4.

Published by ScholarWorks at WMU, 2020

Accessus, Vol. 6 [2020], Iss. 2, Art. 5
32

…You, sir,

HERMIONE

Charge him too coldly. Tell him, you are sure
All in Bohemia’s well; this satisfaction
The by-gone day proclaim’d. Say this to him,
He’s beat from his best ward.
LEONTES

Well said, Hermione.

HERMIONE To tell he longs to see his son were strong;
But let him say so then, and let him go;
But let him swear so, and he shall not stay,
We’ll thwack him hence with distaffs.
Yet of your royal presence I’ll adventure
The borrow of a week. (29–39)
Diagnosing Leontes’ attempts at persuasion as being too weak—“You, sir, / Charge him too
coldly”—she assumes their voices while cunningly repositioning their arguments as she does
so. Considering that Polixenes’ reasons for leaving are “affairs” of his kingdom that “drag
[him] homeward,” Hermione addresses this precise concern, urging her husband to “Tell him,
you are sure / All in Bohemia’s well’, since, in fact, just ‘The by-gone day” it was
“proclaim’d” so. Continuing to direct her speech through her husband—“Say this to him”—
Hermione concludes that her tactic has triumphantly invalidated Polixenes’ main reason for
leaving, “He’s beat from his best ward,” referring to a defensive position in fencing to
demonstrate her ability to engage playfully in verbal sparring with the men, as she puns that
she has already beaten his “best” argument or “word.” Encouraged by Leontes who praises
Hermione for her argument which was “Well said,” she then pre-empts an additional reason
he may use to leave, which would stand “strong” had Polixenes said it: his desire “to see his
son.” Polixenes did not even “say” let alone “swear” by this argument, therefore, by
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Hermione’s playful reasoning he cannot leave. Hermione, ultimately, secures the company of
Polixenes with the power of a single word with which she dallies, building a network of
nuanced erotic undercurrents in her speech:
…You'll stay?

HERMIONE
POLIXENES

No, madam.

HERMIONE Nay, but you will?
POLIXENES

I may not, verily.

HERMIONE Verily?
You put me off with limber vows; but I,
Though you would seek t’ unsphere the stars with oaths,
Should yet say, “Sir, no going.” Verily,
You shall not go: a lady’s “verily” is
As potent as a lord’s. (44–52)
In this extract, Hermione’s astute choice of words equips her with sexual dominance over
Polixenes. The word “potent” is used to express the power of a verbal command— “You
shall not go”—holding equal sway said by a woman as it does by a man. What is more,
‘potent’, also refers to a man’s sexual abilities, giving Hermione the upper hand by
potentially eliciting sexual competition between the two men to prove their virility. Similarly,
Hermione describes Polixenes’ unconvincing “vows” as “limber.” Alongside the more literal
meaning of flaccidity, the origins of the term “limber” reveal further insinuations of a vividly
phallic nature: as a noun, the Middle English lymour, related to the medieval Latin
limonarius, from limo or limon meaning “shaft”; as an adjective, it originates from midsixteenth-century references to a “cart shaft,” with “allusions to the to-and-fro motion,”80
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evoking the rhythms of copulation. Hermione is not only mocking Polixenes’ weak
assertions, but subtly calling into question his sexual prowess if he rejects her offer to stay.
Having described Polixenes’ language as “limber” and “potent,” Hermione charges his words
with erotic implications. Mischievously and intelligently, she builds sexual subtext into
Polixenes speech. “Verily,” is the assertion that Hermione refers to as Polixenes’ “limber
vow,” she proceeds to repeat it multiple times, dallying with the word to make it more
sexually charged, less limber and more potent. Originally used in a theological setting where
it essentially meant “faithful,” “verily” or “very” comes from the Latin veritas meaning
“truth,” often “Said of God or of Christ.”81 So, at the core of Hermione’s “verily” is faith in
the divine, a divine affinity between words and their spiritual truth perhaps. However, in the
gendered early modern linguistic climate, feminine language causes the fall from a state of
linguistic “innocence.” Thus, for Leontes, Hermione has taken the men’s desire to speak
“verily”—to answer “innocence for innocence”—and appropriated it, taken an innately
devoted word and turned it into a “limber vow,” made it “potent” by enclosing it with
eroticized words. As far as Leontes is concerned, Hermione is taking faithful veracity and
making it sinfully erotic. In short, “verily” has religious connotations of a pure, prelapsarian
language which is dragged into sexualized fallen infidelity in this scene by a woman who has
no intention to do so, but whose linguistic sophistication triggers misogynistic rage about
how well women use words to drag us into fallen depravity.
As Act I, Scene ii progresses, Leontes begins ascribing false and poisonous meaning
to Hermione’s language. To Leontes “women” (130) become “false” creatures “That will say
anything’ (131). Toward the end of this scene, Leontes has already established a
hermeneutics of distrust. His perception of reality has become so distorted that words threaten
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to become entirely void of any meaning for him. Imagining his wife in an affair with
Polixenes, Leontes frantically contemplates:
Is whispering nothing?
Is leaning cheek to cheek? is meeting noses?
Kissing with inside lip? …
…Is this nothing?
Why then the world and all that’s in’t is nothing,
The covering sky is nothing, Bohemia nothing,
My wife is nothing, nor nothing have these nothings,
If this be nothing. (284–96)
Having paid attention to feminine language through a warped contemporary lens, Hermione’s
rhetoric and (as we shall later address) Paulina’s “words as medicinal as true” (II.iii.37), and
by his failure, as Barton put it, to comprehend the “primary meaning” of his own words—
something Camillo does understand: “You never spoke what did become you less / Than this;
which to reiterate were sin / As deep as that, though true” (I.ii.282–4)—Leontes actively
corrupts all truth until language can no longer correspond with reality. He does so to such a
degree that all things become empty, or “nothing.” “Nothing,” in Leontes’ speech, is
redefined with fictitious yet visceral images of betrayal. The reality is, however, that these
images of deceit are false and, therefore, the answer to whether “leaning cheek to cheek,”
“meeting noses,” or “Kissing with inside lip” are “nothing,” is that, indeed, they are nothing.
Persuaded by the illusions of disloyalty ascribed to the word “nothing,” Leontes subsequently
robs the world of any substance as all things becomes “nothing.” So much so, even the word
with which he drains meaning from language, “nothing,” becomes void of meaning. This is
such a convoluted conclusion that it theoretically renders his entire speech meaningless. It is
these disastrous hermeneutics, in which faith in language has been lost, that spark the
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catastrophes in the play that follow, and must be redeemed for the play to overcome its tragic
events.

ii. “The Art itself is Nature”: Faith in the Language of Nature
In a chapter entitled, “‘Remedies for Life’: Curing Hysterica Passio in Shakespeare’s
Othello, Macbeth and The Winter’s Tale,” Sélima Lejri argues that Shakespeare is informed
by contemporary discourses concerning female diseases in these plays. Lejri examines early
modern medical treatises, revealing pathological symptoms associated with female sexuality,
presenting “the causes of these illnesses through a portrait of the husbands who share a
comparable approach toward female biology and sexuality.” 82 It is because Leontes chooses
to “indulge in jealousy and paranoid delirium” that he experiences “sexual anxieties” toward
his wife “whom [he fantasise[s] as over-sexed.”83 In view of this, the problem the play must
settle, one manifest in Leontes’ character, is the dis-ease and anxiety that feminine rhetoric is
associated with being flirtatious and promiscuous. The original meaning of the noun
“disease” which was “For long Obsolete but revived in modern use with the spelling disease” is “Absence of ease; uneasiness, discomfort; inconvenience, annoyance; disquiet,
disturbance; trouble,” first used with this meaning in c.1330.84 It is not until 1467 that it takes
the form of the adjective “diseased” with the meaning “Affected with disease; in a disordered
bodily condition,”85 as it appears in Manners and Household Expenses of England in the
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Thirteenth and Fifteenth Centuries: “I hame deshesed in schweche weyse that I may nate
ryde norre wel goo.”86 During the early modern period the word “disease” to denote physical
illness increasingly crops up in various non-literary texts. For example, John vi.2 of the
Geneva Bible (1569) writes of Jesus that “a great multitude followed him, because they sawe
his miracles, which he did on them that were diseased”;87 this is as opposed to Wycliffe’s
Bible (1384) in which the same passage uses the word “sick” instead of “diseased.”88 By the
time the First Folio of The Winter’s Tale was published in 1623, Shakespeare was able to
combine both meanings of the word to express how the dis-ease Leontes is burdened by, in
his misconception of fruitful feminine language and consequently his wife’s fidelity, is much
like a sickness of the mind. In fact, one of the first ever uses of “diseased” in the figurative
sense as “a disordered or depraved condition (of mind, of affairs, etc.),” occurs in The
Winter’s Tale.89 Soon after Hermione and Polixenes exit in Act I, Scene ii, Leontes bemoans
the high proportion of obliviously “deceiv’d…cuckolds” (191) in the world who “Have the
disease, and feel’t not” (207). Commanded by Leontes to “say’t and justify’t” (278) that
Hermione is “slippery” (273), Camillo—Leontes’ most “trusted” (235) Lord—refuses to “be
a stander-by to hear / [His] sovereign mistress clouded so” (279–80), instead entreating
Leontes to “be cur’d / Of this diseas’d opinion…For ‘tis most dangerous” (296–8). There is
an explicit discourse of disease as both an uneasiness and an illness that Leontes must be
“cur’d / Of” before it spreads to create further damage. The discourse of disease and cure is
analogous to the alchemical quest for purification which finds its apex in the Philosopher’s
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Stone, perceived to be the ultimate catalyst that would bring about perfection, both at a
material level, with the transmutation of base metals into gold, but also at an organic level,
particularly on the human body. Having instructed the reader to achieve quintessence through
distillation, Paracelsus advances to the final stage of how to “bring this quintaessence yet to a
greater perfection,”90 proceeding to give a set of specific chemical instructions until “It is
worthily called the Philosophers stone…for it is fixed and lyquable as waxe, and as the
minerall stone transmuteth the impure mettall, so doth this alter diseases.” 91 The
Philosopher’s Stone would “trasmuteth the impure metal” but it would also bring the body to
perfection, would cleanse it of impurities and bring it to the most perfect state of health that
was available. Perhaps not eternal life but certainly the prolongation of life in the battle
against mortality: “For every disease will bee cured in shorte time.”92
As the play progresses, it becomes apparent that the cure to this ailment can only be
discovered in nature like an alchemical signature and one must, in the words of Browne,
“suck divinity from the flowers of nature.” It is by altering Perdita’s perception of the
gillyvor flower through which this generationally inherited sickness of the mind must be
remedied. Leontes’ daughter must accept the gillyvor as a positive fusion of the artificial and
natural, a productive interaction between Man and the divine. Though it is crossbred through
the manmade art of grafting, it must be valued in order for the creativity of fertility (like the
pregnant Hermione’s rhetoric) and thus copious feminine language to be considered natural.
The alternative would be mistaking this artful collaboration with nature to be a pollution of
lineage, a debasement of natural reproductive processes. Considering that this directly
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mirrors the inaccurate labelling of Perdita’s own parentage, as she believes herself to be
illegitimately conceived, it becomes clear that all those discarding the art to create and be
creative enabled by female fertility and reproductive potential (like a witty pregnant woman
or a hybridized flower) are clouded in their perception of what nature is. Whether it is the
creation of a hybridized flower or the creativity of a witty pregnant woman, in all cases, the
creativity of fertility must be understood as a natural and lawful art that celebrates the
abundant potentials of femininity, rather than deeming human engagement with
reproductivity to be an artificial perversion of nature. For the play to resolve, there must be an
appreciation for the biological sources of creation, namely, mother nature and the articulate
female body, and consequently, for the art that can be conceived from them to be understood
as authentic and natural. Janet Adelman more specifically suggests that the cure to Leontes’
“diseas’d opinion” is in recognizing the need for a return to “sexualised maternal body.”93 It
is implied by the reference to a woman’s gestation period in Polixenes’ speech in the opening
lines of Act I, Scene ii: “Nine changes of the wat’ry star hath been / The shepherd’s note
since we have left our throne / Without a burthen…And yet we should…Go hence in debt”
(1–6); Polixenes must return to the “throne” after exactly nine months. The King of Bohemia
(unlike Leontes) is in tune with the rhythms of fertility, having been charmed and swayed by
the pregnant Hermione’s accomplished rhetoric. Regarding this passage, Adelman observes
that:
If Polixenes’s initial speeches give us the image of what must be cured before
the play can end happily and hint at the direction from which the cure will
come, Leontes’s psyche is presented as the locus of the disease.94
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The “cure” to Leontes’ “disease” is a return to the female body that he had impregnated, the
body that bore his children. He had initially rejected it in his attempt to kill all connection to
Hermione’s in every possible way: imprisoning his pregnant wife, having their newborn
daughter cast away (with the intention of having her killed), leaving his wife to (supposedly)
die of heartache in prison, and causing the subsequent death of their heartbroken son,
Mamillius. Polixenes’ “initial speeches” tell us “what must be cured” and “the direction from
which the cure will come”; furthermore, the cure is essentially delivered by Poliexenes in his
dialogue with Perdita as he argues in favor of the creative powers of fertility as natural. The
redemptive return to the fertile body is something that the play builds toward in the pastoral
setting of a sheep-shearing festival, where the female form is admired by all: “Shakespeare
achieves the recuperation of the maternal body and the attendant turn from tragedy to
romance by immersion in the fertile space of a decidedly female pastoral.”95 Examining Act
IV, Scene iv, I seek to demonstrate the following: firstly, how Shakespeare, like Thomas
Browne, perceives the natural world to be laid out like a “manuscript” inviting the wise to
“suck divinity” or meaning “from flowers”; and, secondly, how this play requires the renewal
of faith in language—particularly feminine language—to accomplish its miraculous finale.
Perdita encounters Polixenes in disguise:
PERDITA

…the fairest flow’rs o’ th’ season
Are our carnations and streak’d gillyvors
(Which some call Nature’s bastards). Of that kind
Our rustic garden’s barren, and I care not
To get slips of them.
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POLIXENES

Wherefore, gentle maiden,

Do you neglect them?
PERDITA

For I have heard it said,
There is an art which in their piedness shares
With great creating Nature. (IV.iv.81–8)

At the start of this scene, Florizel names Perdita after the goddess of flowers, “Flora” (2),
since he has dressed her for the occasion in ‘unusual weeds’ (1); she has been garlanded with
flowers. It would appear that she is the very embodiment of nature and its beauty:
Perdita encapsulates the whole process of regeneration enacted by the play,
herself becoming the presiding deity of recuperation. Immersed in her
pastoral, covered with the flowers that are her sign as Flora.96
By depicting Perdita as a goddess, the play presents a shift in which the fertile female body
has, finally, become the site of a return to divine truth. It is, therefore, a body that represents a
return to origins of both a maternal and an Edenic prelapsarian nature (enhanced by the
pastoral setting). It is for this reason that almost every male character who encounters her in
this scene admires her feminine beauty as if she is a “deity” of fertility to be desired: Florizel
describes her as “the queen” (5) among “petty gods” (4); Polixenes’ first words to her are,
“Shepherdess / (A fair one are you!)” (77–8); and when Camillo first speaks in the scene he
confesses to her: “I should leave grazing, were I of your flock, / And only live by gazing”
(109–10). However, Perdita is herself uncomfortable in her pretty costume, complaining to
Florizel that it is not befitting of her status: “it not becomes me…poor lowly maid, / Most
goddess-like prank’d up” (6–10). In her exchange with Polixenes, Perdita expresses her
orthodox attitude toward tampering with nature to make it more beautiful. Although Perdita
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stands as the resurrected symbol of womanhood in this scene, she is uncomfortable in this
elevated role since the truth of her own identity as a princess has been concealed from her.
Unlike her mother, she remains determined to retain a prelapsarian purity. After all, she is an
unmarried, virginal woman, yet to explore her sexuality, something that Hermione would
sophisticatedly explore through her language. Perdita’s language is still “innocent” and
Adamic, meaning remains binary and fixed for her and therefore sterile, so much so that she
asks the men to “Forewarn [Autolycus] that he use no scurrilous words in ’s tunes” (214).
She refuses to plant the “streak’d gillyvors” because their two-tone color (“their piedness”) is
due to the “art” of crossbreeding, making them, in her opinion, illegitimate and “Nature’s
bastards.” For Perdita, the gillyvor is a metaphor for artificiality, artifice, and illegitimacy, as
she projects the shame of her own mistaken identity as an illegitimate child. Polixenes,
however, literally in disguise and more comfortable with artifice, responds with an alternative
take on the gillyvor as something which is not illegitimate but natural:
POLIXENES

Say there be;

Yet Nature is made better by no mean
But Nature makes that mean: so over that art
Which you say adds to Nature, is an art
That Nature makes. You see, sweet maid, we marry
A gentler scion to the wildest stock,
And make conceive a bark of baser kind
By bud of nobler race. This is an art
Which does mend Nature—change it rather; but
The art itself is Nature.
PERDITA

So it is.

POLIXENES Then make [your] garden rich in gillyvors,
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And do not call them bastards.
PERDITA

I'll not put
The dibble in earth to set one slip of them (88–100)

Polixenes is arguing that the art of crossbreeding required to produce this variegated flower
is, in fact, natural, since it is a product of something conceived entirely through naturally
occurring constituents: “that art / Which you say adds to Nature, is an art / That Nature
makes.” The gillyvor is a metaphor that guides Perdita to the realisation she must have about
the paradox throughout the play that what seems artificial is, in fact, natural: “The art itself is
Nature.” We must have faith in Polixenes’ profound words, as this is a play where this
realisation occurs in miraculous ways. It is, therefore, most fitting that Adelman concludes,
not only, how “Florizel stakes his faith on the generative female body”97 by his embracement
of Perdita’s fertility, embedded in the pastoral, but that:
with the recovery of the benign maternal body as a source of life comes the
recovery of faith, the recovery that enables the play’s final restitutions. In its
most primitive form, Leontes’s crisis has been a crisis of faith.98
Polixenes commands us to have faith that “The art itself is Nature,” not with the literal
instruction, “awake your faith,” but by telling Perdita of the gillyvor: “Do not call them
bastards,” do not refer to them as illegitimate, evolve your language and have faith in mine
that “The art itself is Nature.” He is, in part, warning Perdita of the realization she will have
about her own identity. Although Perdita refuses— “I’ll not put / The dibble in earth to set
one slip of them”—she will repeatedly be proven wrong in her reading of nature as corrupted
by art: firstly, she will discover that Polixenes is in disguise, embodying artifice, and yet that
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his identity was not affected by it; secondly, that her own identity is not what she thought it
was, so it was not far from the truth for Florizel to call this princess “queen,” and she must no
longer “call [herself] bastard”; finally, that “The art itself is Nature,” most meaningfully, in
her mother’s sculpture apparently coming to life.
Perdita is reluctant to embrace the “the recovery of faith” that Florizel and Polixenes
have unearthed in this Edenic setting. It is essential for Hermione’s daughter to learn the
empowering and natural art of the creativity of femininity and fertility, whether it be of
grafting flowers or of embracing her reproductive potential, but she can only do this once she
discovers the legitimacy of her own parentage:
Polixenes uses grafting as a genealogical metaphor to test Perdita…the grafted
gillyvors point not only to the union of Perdita and Florizel but also to
Perdita’s own secret and fraught genealogical origins; in so doing, it connects
the grafting discussion to Leontes’s crazed attempt to exert control over the
reproductive functions of his fruitful wife.99
Observing early modern gardening manuals, it becomes apparent that grafting was seen as a
form of men exerting their power over the natural world and by extension female fertility and
reproductivity. In a 1572 treatise on grafting, Leonard Mascall expressed that:
the skil of planting and graffing, the which not only we may see with our eyes, but
also feele with our handes in the secret workes of nature: yea, nothing more
discovereth unto us the great & incomprehensible worke of god… .What greater
pleasure can there be, than to smell the sweete odour of herbes, trees, and fruites, and
to beholde the goodly colour of the same, which in certaine tymes of the yeare
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commeth foorth of the wombe of their mother and nourse.100
Mascall exposes the extent of the power that grafting instils in men, to “feele with [their]
hands…the great & incomprehensible worke of god.” Moreover, he teaches his reader how to
grow these “herbes, trees, and fruites” in “the wombe of their mother and nourse,” employing
language of female reproductivity in reference to the site where plants are grown. This
suggests that Perdita is rejecting male power and control over her own reproductivity, though
she need not reject it in order to reject male control over it. She can claim agency over the
creativity of her own fertility (just like her mother did) for the play to restore justice for
Hermione:
The Winter’s Tale complicates this fantasy of male reproductive power by
depicting Leontes’s efforts at genealogical control as unnecessary and
fruitless: not only do Perdita and Hermione survive and flourish after his
attempts to kill them, but Perdita is the legitimate and non-grafted offspring of
Hermione and Leontes.101
It is a fruitless endeavour for Leontes who regains a wife and daughter once he accepts loss
of power over their sexuality and reproductivity: he is reunited with Perdita at the point that
she is to be married, and with Hermione only after her reproductive years have passed.
Perdita learns from her parents and selects a mate who values his beloved as a statuesque
symbol of fertility. Furthermore, this scene concludes with Perdita’s discovery of her true
identity as a princess with an equal social status to her prince-lover, realizing the legitimacy
of her own genealogy; it is at this point that she is finally comfortable engaging with art and
artifice:
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…you must retire yourself

CAMILLO

Into some covert. Take your sweetheart’s hat
And pluck it o’er your brows, muffle your face,
Dismantle you, and (as you can) disliken
The truth of your own seeming, that you may
(For I do fear eyes over) to shipboard
Get undescried.
PERDITA

I see the play so lies
That I must bear a part. (IV.iv.649–54)

The Perdita who once called gillyvors “Nature’s bastards,” refusing to plant them at all, who
complained of her persona as Flora adorned with flowers saying that “it not becomes me” to
be “prank’d up” in such a costume, is now comfortable to travel in disguise, to “play…a
part.” Under instruction to “Dismantle you, and…The truth of your own seeming,” the
princess of Sicilia, confident in her legitimacy, is comfortable to experiment and toy with her
own identity, doing so for the sake of escaping Bohemia to marry Florizel, that is, to take
control over her own reproductive destiny. Of course, appreciation for fertility and its
creative and artistic potential crystallizes itself in the final scene of the play once Perdita is
reunited with the maternal body that she was prematurely ripped away from. It is at this stage
that Perdita and Leontes can have absolute faith in Polixenes’ insightful words that, “The art
itself is Nature,” as the play’s crisis of faith is ultimately restored in the supposed revival of
her mother’s statue.
Hermione’s statue is said to have been a piece of art “many years in doing” (V.ii.96).
Although this so-called sculpture is a front created by Paulina to teach Leontes a lesson while
she keeps Hermione alive in her gallery at home, it is still a human art from which the
spectator must graft divine faith. Nature is grafted together with art in the statue of Hermione
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who is inanimate yet alive. Paulina stages a Christ-like resurrection, animating the statue (a
common trope of natural magic associated with Asclepius). It is the performance of a biblical
miracle, compelling the spectators to experience faith through revelation, unlike the more
devout Thomas Browne who willingly subscribes to blind faith, “thankefull that [he] lived
not in the dayes of miracles.” Suspiciously, this conveniently rare sculptor is so skilled it is
said he:
…could put breath into his work,
would beguile Nature of her custom, so perfectly he is
her ape: he so near to Hermione hath done
Hermione that they say one would speak to her and
stand in hope of answer. (98–102)
The fact that this sculpture is a piece that “would beguile Nature of her custom” speaks to the
collaborative relationship between art and nature in the play. This statue is so realistic that
Leontes insists that, “The fixture of her eye has motion in’t, / As we are mock’d with art”
(67–8), and indeed they are, but they are mocked by an art of Paulina’s orchestration.
Experiencing Hermione’s form through art, Mazzio notes that “Leontes’ experience of a wife
‘too hot, too hot’ resolve[s] into the more temperate ‘Oh, she’s warm!’.”102 Finally, Leontes
values Hermione as a fleshly being. In the first act, she was too hot-blooded, too full of life,
and so left for dead by Leontes. In the final scene, Leontes specifically delights in her
corporeal, life-like qualities, accepting her femininity and sexuality as a part of her physical
existence. Alternatively, Lejri proposes that female sexuality is sacrificed at the end of the
play:
Paulina accepts to sacrifice her own femininity and sexuality and, having long
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been used to widowhood, gets prepared for a lonely and mournful life… until
death comes. …because she knows the suffering a woman incurs from sexual
abstinence. …Aged and wrinkled [Hermione] has…redeemed from the
anxiety-breeding solicitations of the womb.103
Certainly, there is only hope of resolution once both women have past their reproductive
phases; the passing of time is a central theme of the play as its “swift passage” (IV.i.5) is
personified at the start of Act IV narrating what has happened in the “sixteen years” (6) that
have passed, reinforced as Paulina announces the exact “sixteen years” (V.iii.31) by which
Hermione’s statue has aged. Nevertheless, the play does not conclude with a denial of female
agency. The resurrection of Hermione that Paulina stages, has the impact needed to transfer
power back to the female voice. Indeed, before the final scene Paulina establishes herself as
linguistically dominant. Leontes initially rejects Paulina’s loyalty to her queen, having caused
her supposed death, Paulina’s cutting truths cause the king to perceive the graveness of his
actions. She scolds Leontes, “O thou tyrant! / Do not repent these things, for they are heavier
/ Than all thy woes can stir” (III.ii.203–10). The mournful and wretched Leontes surrenders
to the truth of her speech: “I have deserv’d / All tongues to talk their bitt’rest…Thou didst
speak but well / When most the truth” (215–34). Realizing the formidable powers and
veracity of female speech, the play must justly conclude with a restoration of faith that can be
realized in the figure of the silenced female body, triumphant and articulate once more:
…If you can behold it,

PAULINA

I'll make the statue move indeed, descend,
…
It is requir’d
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You do awake your faith. Then, all stand still.
On; those that think it is unlawful business
I am about, let them depart.
…
[Hermione comes down.]
Start not; her actions shall be holy, as
You hear my spell is lawful…
…
LEONTES If this be magic, let it be an art
Lawful as eating. (V.iii.87–111)
In Act II, Scene iii, the dialogue is primarily dominated by Leontes and Paulina. Hermione,
who has been absent since Act II, Scene i, makes only one last speech as Leontes occupies
the final words of the play. Hermione is the absent focal point toward which the scene builds;
the spectacle which settles the predicaments of all the characters who gather around her
statue. At the gallery, the execution of Hermione’s magical revival relies on preconditions
set-out by Paulina who will “make the statue move” if the spectators “can behold it,” and
upon the requirement that they “awake [their] faith.” The success of this magic depends
entirely upon blind faith in what Paulina assures is “holy,” declaring that it will not work in
the presence of “those that think it is unlawful business.” It is with her ruthless commands—
like making Leontes “swear / Never to marry but by my free leave?” (V.i.69–70), a request to
which he desperately agrees—that Paulina enforces an appreciation for powerful and
operative female language as natural and “lawful.” At the end of the play, we quite literally
see that “the art itself is nature” in the art of animating Hermione’s state, how the maternal
body must be worshipped not controlled, and how fertility should be valued for its abundant,
creative potential (a lesson which Perdita and Florizel learn from). Finally, Leontes gives
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reverence to the inexplicable powers of feminine speech, condoning its compelling, effective,
and miraculous abilities as a permissible, natural form of magic. Shakespeare’s late plays
require us to renew our faith that “The art” of language “itself is nature,” since he is
continually testing the extent to which words themselves are not merely able to refer or
designate but can also create, invoke, and in this case also animate, in what are transformative
acts of word-magic.
In a similar vein to that of Polixenes defending the art of crossbreeding as natural,
Philip Sidney in The Defence of Poesy (1595) defends poetry as an art that relies entirely
upon nature:
There is no art delivered to mankind that hath not the works of nature for his principle
object, without which they could not consist, and on which they so depend…of what
nature will have set forth…making things either better than nature bringeth forth or,
quite anew.104
Nature is itself the means through which art comes to exist, and in turn, art is the means by
which nature can be made “better” or “quite anew.” It is like the crossbred gillyvor flower
which Polixenes argues is not illegitimate but natural since “that art / Which you say adds to
nature, is an art / That nature makes.” Defending poetry as a natural practice which improves
nature by natural means, Sidney continues by, notably, using an alchemical metaphor of
transmutation:
Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done, neither
with pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatso ever else may
make the too-much-loved earth more lovely: her world is brazen, the poets only
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deliver a golden.105
Sidney reasons in favor of the alchemical and transformative powers of poetry. His Defence
is believed to be a reaction, at least in part, against the attacks made on poetry by the puritan,
Stephen Gosson in his text The School of Abuse (1579). Sidney’s passage regarding
alchemical transmutation appears to be a response to what Gosson has to say about
alchemical practices:
The foole that comes into a faire garden likes the beawty of the flowers, and stickes
them in his cap: the phisition considereth their nature, and puttes them in the pot: in
the one they wither without profite; in the other they serve to the health of the bodie.
He that readeth good writers, and pickes out their flowers for his owne nose is like a
foole: hee that preferreth their vertue before their sweet smel is a good phisition.106
Gosson argues that approaching the natural world like a wise “phisition” or alchemist by
considering how it might “serve to the health of the bodie” or detecting its “virtue” in how it
could help others is a moral practice. Meanwhile, the poet or, interchangeably, “foole,”
simply seeks the “beawty of the flowers” that he “pickes out” for his “owne nose,” like a
selfish hedonist, degrading nature in his poetic approach. Yet, nature according to Sidney is a
“brazen” world which the poet righteously turns into a “golden” one for all who experience
his poetry; a world abundant with transcendent meaning—a landscape loaded with metaphor
and the potential to discover divine knowledge, as Browne maintains —that we must have
faith in. Like the alchemist, the poet seeks to enrich and improve nature. Using word-magic,
the alchemical-poet enhances the natural world by natural means; thus, “the art” of poetry
“itself is Nature.”
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